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THIEPVAL: Britain and France yesterday marked 100 years
since their troops fought and died side by side in the Battle of
the Somme, one of the defining offensives of World War I.
Britain’s royal family, Prime Minister David Cameron and
French President Francois Hollande took part in the official
commemoration at the Thiepval Memorial in northern France
in remembrance of around one million who were left dead,
injured or missing in the 141-day battle. 

Drenched in military pomp and ceremony, the commem-
oration comes just a week after Britain voted to leave the
EU. Hollande highlighted the friendship that united the
countries’ troops during the battle. “I want to recall that it is
the European idea which allowed us to overcome divisions
and rivalries between states, and which has brought us
peace for the past 70 years,” Hollande said in a statement
before the ceremony.  

Under grey skies, military bands played to some 10,000
guests at the memorial, after the screening of the 1916 film
“The Battle of the Somme” with its devastating images of
troops going over the top of trenches to their death. The day
began with the blast of whistles on a former battlefield and in
Parliament Square in London at 7:30 am sharp to mark the
start of the offensive. The previous night Queen Elizabeth
attended a night-long vigil in Westminster Abbey while her
grandson Prince William was in France along with his wife
Kate and brother Harry for a vigil at Thiepval.

‘The saddest day’ 
William paid tribute to a generation lost at the Battle of the

Somme-with 20,000 soldiers dying on the first day alone in the
deadliest day in British military history.  “We lost the flower of
a generation, and in the years to come it sometimes seemed
that with them a sense of vital optimism had disappeared for-
ever from British life,” said William.

“It was in many ways the saddest day in the long story of
our nation.” The Battle of the Somme, involving troops from
across what was then the British Empire, moved the frontline
only a few miles. “We acknowledge the failures of European

governments, including our own, to prevent the catastrophe
of world war,” said Prince William.  At yesterday’s ceremony
narrators such as actor Charles Dance-who played Tywin
Lannister in Game of Thrones-and actress Joely Richardson
read out letters and memories of the war and a choir sang the
patriotic song “Keep the Home Fires Burning.”

‘A place of ruin and death’
The attritional battle became a defining event in the war,

symbolizing the horrors of trench warfare and the futility of
the conflict. It was also the first battle in which tanks were
used. The Battle of the Somme was a tragedy not only for
British, French and German troops, but also Commonwealth
nations whose soldiers fought for Britain.  Guests from South
Africa, New Zealand, Australia, India, Pakistan, Canada and
Ireland also attended the event.

Hollande read out an extract of George Duhamel’s
“Civilisation”, written in 1918, which described the fighting
and its aftermath. “Morning broke. To those of you who have
witnessed the dawn in wartime fields, after nights spent in
combat or consumed in tireless and bloody work as ambu-
lance personnel, you will have known one of the ugliest and
saddest faces the world could ever offer,” read Hollande.
Cameron recounted a brief unofficial truce on the frontline
when the Germans laid down their weapons while a British
infantryman went to rescue a wounded comrade.

For his part Prince Charles narrated an account of the dev-
astated battlefield from the writer John Masefield. “There is
nothing white, nor alive, nor clean, in all its extent; it is a
place of ruin and death, blown and blasted out of any like-
ness to any work of man, and so smashed that there is no
shelter on it,” he said. “All wars end; even this war will some-
day end, and the ruins will be rebuilt and the field full of death
will grow food, and all this frontier of trouble will be forgot-
ten.” A century on, the eerily calm, bucolic Somme farmlands
belie the slaughter wrought there, and are now the haunt of
tourists visiting some 400 war cemeteries across the region,
and the overgrown warrens of trenches. — AFP 
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THIEPVAL: France’s President Francois Hollande (center left) speaks with Britain’s Prince William (center right) his wife
Britain’s Catherine, Duchess of Cambridge (right) and Prince Harry (left) as they arrive in Thiepval, northern France yes-
terday to attend the Somme battle’s centenary commemorations. — AFP 

Russian, Turkish FMs 

hold ‘first’ meeting 

MOSCOW: Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov met his
Turkish counterpart Mevlut Cavusoglu yesterday for the first
time since Moscow and Ankara mended ties shattered last
year by the downing of a Russian jet. Lavrov said both sides
wanted to “set the right tone for the normalization of rela-
tions” at the meeting on the sidelines of a regional economic
cooperation conference in the Black Sea resort of Sochi. “We
can talk with Russia on every issue, positive or negative,
because the dialogue that had been cut has restarted and our
relations have begun returning to old days,” Cavusoglu said
after the meeting, in comments aired on Turkish television.

The encounter comes after Moscow on Thursday ended a
ban on the sale of package tours to Turkey in the first step to
ending broader sanctions slapped on Ankara after it shot
down a Russian fighter jet on the Turkish-Syria border in
November. The diplomatic breakthrough was made on
Wednesday in the first phone call since the incident between
presidents Vladimir Putin and Recep Tayyip Erdogan after the
Turkish strongman sent a letter that Moscow said contained
an apology. Cavusoglu said Erdogan could fly to Sochi in
August for a face-to-face meeting with Putin. 

‘The most difficult issues’
The jet downing slammed the brakes on burgeoning rela-

tions between the two nations and sparked a bitter war of
words between the two leaders. Turkey argued that the
Russian plane strayed into its airspace and ignored repeated
warnings, but Russia insisted it did not cross the border and
accused Turkey of a “planned provocation”. 

The two sides still remain on opposing sides in the Syrian
conflict, with Ankara backing rebels fighting to topple
President Bashar Al-Assad who has the backing of Moscow.
Lavrov said after the meeting that they had agreed to restart a
“working group on fighting terrorism” and that contacts
between the armed forces from the two sides could improve.
“I think that contacts will develop along other channels,
including between the militaries of the two countries, taking
into account the activities of our air force.”

He said the two sides could discuss “even the most difficult
issues”, including the “the task of not allowing Turkish territo-
ry to support terrorist organizations in Syria”. During the
diplomatic spat Putin accused Erdogan of profiting from the
illegal oil trade with the Islamic State group in Syria. The meet-
ing in Sochi came after at least 44 people were killed in a triple
suicide bombing at Istanbul’s international airport on
Tuesday, with the government pointing the finger of blame at
IS jihadists. The crisis in relations with Moscow had dealt a
blow to Turkish tourism, with the number of Russian tourists
drastically declining in holiday resorts along the
Mediterranean coast. — AFP 

Istanbul airport bombers 

‘planned hostage-taking’

ISTANBUL: The suicide attackers who launched the dead-
ly Istanbul airport assault were planning to take dozens of
passengers hostage, Turkish media reported yesterday, as
CCTV of the bombers’ faces emerged. Turkish officials
have pointed the finger of blame at the Islamic State
jihadist group for Tuesday night’s gun and bomb spree at
Ataturk airport, which left 44 people dead including 19
foreigners. The private NTV network reported that Istanbul
police had detained 11 suspected IS militants over the
attack, in addition to 13 rounded up on Thursday and
another nine in the western port city of Izmir. 

Officials say the men behind the latest in a series of
deadly attacks to hit Turkey were a Russian, an Uzbek and
a Kyrgyz national. Turkish media identified the master-
mind of the airport attack as Akhmet Chatayev, a Chechen,
saying he had led an IS cell in Istanbul and found accom-
modation for the bombers.  Chatayev allegedly organized
two deadly bombings this year in the heart of the city’s
Sultanahmet tourist district and the busy Istiklal shopping
street, the Hurriyet newspaper said.

The pro-government Sabah newspaper reported that
the attackers scouted the scene and planned to take
dozens of passengers hostage inside before carrying out a
massacre. But they began the assault early after attracting
suspicion, Sabah said.  CCTV images released by police
show the three alleged attackers arriving, wearing dark
coats over their suicide vests-clothing that was much too
heavy for a hot summer night. — AFP


